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Abstract
In this essay, I reflect on the need for an activist notion of hope as an antidote to
the social, political, and educational challenges we face in our current times. I first
discuss some of these challenges as well as emergent signs of hope based upon different ways of telling the stories of our present. I then define hope as a way of being
and intervening in the world, as opposed to a personal character trait or optimistic
demeanor, and discuss some enemies of hope. In the heart of the essay, I discuss four
important habits of hope that can be cultivated and taught in schools: storytelling,
creativity, mindfulness, and community building. I end by discussing ways in which
schools can help cultivate the kinds of democratic, critical, and activist forms of
hope that can buoy and sustain us in dark times, as well as transform our world.
Over the past few decades, there has been a complicated and often paradoxical
public dialogue around the idea of hope. While hope has always been called upon as
part of the struggle for social justice and as a motivator and sustainer of work toward
creating a better world; it is also something many see as fleeting and naïve, something that can actually get in the way of righteous indignation and revolutionary
action. Hope has been discussed as a character trait, similar to grit, for example, as
something that successful people possess.1 It has also been described as a habit and
way of being in the world that can be nurtured. Former President Obama’s election
campaigns were built around audacious hope,2 and for a time, the excitement and
energy of Obama’s hope-fueled dreams for a better America were palpable, at least
in some spheres. Yet for many, hope has fallen on dark times, especially democratic
hope. Even worse, we have witnessed an active assault on hope, and concurrently
democracy, especially in urban areas. This is evident in the lack of commitment to
public goods, the overinvestment in a prison industrial complex, and the seeming
celebration of shallow forms of hokey and mythical hope that are only loosely veiled
covers for neoliberal exaltations of individual achievement and glory above all else.3
Our current realities demand new forms of hope: democratic, pragmatist, critical,
and ultimately activist. Cultivating democratic hope as a strategy for intervening in
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the world is an antidote to cynicism, passivism, and despair. It is also a strategy for
combating pervasive polarization and helping to build bridges across lines of ideological difference. This is not a hope played out as naïve optimism or spectator-like
cheerfulness, but it is grounded in everyday actions that can create different ways
of being, interacting, healing, and transforming the world.
No doubt our current social, political, ecological, educational, and even interpersonal climate challenges our ability to be hopeful. We are now living in a world
where, at least among those in power, there is a blatant disregard for truth and evidence, conspicuous attacks on the most vulnerable of our citizens, and a devaluing,
if not outright dismissal, of all things public. I see the impact of our surreal current
climate all around me. People are divided, and many are stressed, anxious, shocked,
angry, and downright terrified. We are overwhelmed by the challenges ahead of
us and many of us feel powerless to respond to what increasingly feels like fascism
weighing down on us. And no doubt this weight falls differently upon our bodies,
especially depending on our levels of privilege and economic and relational security.
The stresses of our public sphere are omnipresent in schools, where students in our
most impoverished areas are exhorted simply to work harder. Meanwhile, resources
to support high quality education for all students are increasingly shifted toward
private, for-profit educational businesses and into the hands of individuals, in the
form of competitive voucher systems. These shifts ensure that we have winners and
losers in the very system that has historically been set up to level hierarchies, not
exacerbate them. It is certainly a cause for despair that public commitment and
support of education, alongside other public goods, has been drastically eviscerated
under our current political administration, even as this pattern was also present
in previous, more progressive administrations. So too are mind-boggling acts of
violence, including the repeated pattern of tragic mass shootings in U.S. schools.
At the same time, there are also signs of resistance and movement building
all around us. For many, it is a kind of awakening. For example, by conservative
estimates, over 4 million people marched around the United States and throughout the world the day after our most recent presidential inauguration, demanding
not just women’s rights, but rights and fair treatment for all marginalized citizens, including minorities, immigrants, refugees, indigenous people, the poor,
and members of GLBTQ community. The guiding visions and principles of the
women-led, yet intentionally inclusive, march included calls for racial justice; an
end to police brutality and racial profiling; reproductive freedom; universal access
to non-judgmental comprehensive healthcare benefits; equitable opportunities in
education, employment, and housing; transparency in the economy; equal pay for
equal work; a living minimum wage; and protection of natural resources and the
environment.4 More recently, high school students led a massive march on Washington (supported by concurrent marches and rallies around the world) to call for
stricter gun control laws. Teachers have led strikes and walkouts recently in West
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Virginia, Kentucky, Oklahoma, Arizona, Colorado, and North Carolina. These
large-scale movements and protests add to a long history of citizens speaking
back to oppression, as evident most recently in the Occupy Movement, Black Lives
Matter, and in the Forward Together Moral Movement in North Carolina, which
has entailed myriad daily forms of direct action, protest, and resistance for over a
decade. How we tell the story of current events, and what democratic activism and
resistance has looked like historically, matters.
My goal in this essay is to offer both provocations and inspiration, democratic “hopefulness” about our present, and concrete ways to cultivate strategies
for building and sustaining hope that can sustain us in dark and polarized times.
I qualify the kind of hope I am describing as “democratic” and discuss the vision
of democracy that supports this hopefulness. I also describe actions we can take in
both the public sphere and as educators to sustain hopefulness. These actions can
support students in becoming social justice-oriented citizens who are committed
to democratic public goods and who are disposed to work with others, especially
across lines of difference, to build a better world. The idea of strategies for hope is
important. As I argue, hope is embedded in actions, it is way of being in the world,
not a personal demeanor or individual character trait.
I begin by reflecting on some of the challenges we face that call for new and
renewed ways of embodying democratic hope, as well as pointing out some of the
enemies of hope. I then briefly discuss the emergent signs of democratic hope around
us, along with different ways to tell the story our present. From there, I get into the
heart of my essay, defining democratic hope and describing strategies to build and
sustain this hope that can be cultivated and taught, including in schools. These build
on some familiar democratic habits, such as persistence, resourcefulness, critical
thinking, experimentation, attentiveness, trust, open-mindedness, and the like.
However, they also involve more concrete actions that we can take in the present.
I focus on four strategies: storytelling, creativity, mindfulness, and community
building. I end by suggesting that creating and sustaining strategies of democratic
hopefulness can buoy us in dark times and help us to persist in creating different
realities. No doubt “we live in a contradictory world,” writes Paul Loeb. “Dispiriting events coincide with progress for human dignity. But when change occurs,
it is because people persist, whatever the nature of their causes.”5 While the times
may be dark, nevertheless, people continually resist and persist in working toward
more democratic realities. Adopting specific and ongoing strategies of hopeful
action can help us make democratic hope a way of everyday life.

The Challenges Ahead: Why We Need Hope
For many, and especially for critical and progressive educators, it might seem
strange to enumerate all the challenges we currently face that ignite the need for
democratic hope, as there are so many that they can start to feel overwhelming.
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It seems like every day there is a new reason to be fearful or angry; there are new
decisions made at our highest level of government that call into question everything we thought we knew—and cherished—about democracy. For many of us,
we are living in surreal times, marked by a climate of fear, the willful ignorance of
history and the law, and an attack on researchers and the press, sustained by the
accusation that scientists and journalists are the new enemies in our democratic
society. While I don’t want to overstate, and thus give more power to, some of the
frightening changes we have seen over the past two and a half years of the current
political administration, it is worth naming some of the concrete social and political issues we are facing—the battles ahead of us which directly influence how we
educate our next generation. However, it is also important to keep in mind that
many of these issues are not particularly new; they are part of a long pattern of
prioritizing individuals and the economy over community and social goods. In
some ways, they are the logical culmination of the fomenting of fear that is part
and parcel of neoliberal ideology. As Sarah Stitzlein describes it, “the American
tradition of rugged individualism and contemporary neoliberalism” has increasingly led to a distrust of both institutions and fellow citizens and created a world
where individuals primarily see themselves as competitors (as opposed to part of
a larger community) who “seek private gain, sometimes at the expense of others,”
and who are lost in personal consumption, “rather than interacting with other
people to find pleasure or solve problems.”6
What is most striking in our current era is the transparency of neoliberal
patterns that have been in place for decades but have been often obscured under
more progressive rhetoric. Our current administration is explicitly built upon a
politics of fear and isolation, not on global goodwill or a desire for greater international cooperation or unity—in the face of threats against all of humanity: violence, poverty, racism, greed, terrorism, and environmental crises, for example.
Always overtly and conspicuously positioning America as first has, not surprisingly, also positioned us as a bully in the international arena. At the time at which
I am writing this, we have rolled back women’s rights and reinstated the “global
gag rule,” which pretty much guarantees that millions of women will be denied
access to healthcare and family planning information. We have begun constructing walls to keep immigrants out and banned refugees and many Muslims from
entering the United States, even as federal court judges have declared the ban
unconstitutional. We have forcefully separated immigrant and refugee families,
criminalizing and imprisoning children along the way. These actions have ripple
effects, further dividing people and contributing to increasing polarization and
distrust among citizens.
The consequences of fear, mistrust, individualism, and polarization are frightening. While these consequences have been troubling and morally problematic for
quite some time; under our current government regime, they have moved to the
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realm of the terrifying and surreal. For instance, it is becoming all too common to
see amateur videos of white Americans engaging in xenophobic and racist tirades
against minoritized people in public spaces. We are manufacturing fake terrorist
attacks. We have recommitted to building pipelines that threaten the livelihoods
and water sources of many of our poorest citizens. We have actively removed information about climate change from the State Department website and prohibited
government employees from sharing scientifically supported information about our
environment. We have witnessed the executive branch of government significantly
overstepping its bounds, challenging longstanding faith in the judiciary and the
American system of checks and balances. Naming the very real threats to democracy posed by the current regime, former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright
describes how the president of the United States “has attacked the judiciary, ridiculed the media, defended torture, condoned police brutality, urged supporters
to rough up hecklers . . . equated mere policy disagreements with treason, [and]
. . . tried to undermine faith in America’s electoral process.”7 While it is hard not
to become morally outraged in the face of the abuses of our current regime, it is
important not to simply attribute these to one person, political party, or worldview,
as tempting as that sometimes is. The problems we are now seeing in such great relief
are a product of the systematic breakdown of American society that transcends
administrations and political parties. They are also deeply connected to elevating
economic goals and priorities about human needs and goods.
While some might think it alarmist, it is becoming increasingly fair to suggest that actions of our current leaders represent, perhaps, the pinnacle of patterns
set in motion decades ago that mirror some of the telling warning signs of the
growth of fascism. Fascism is not simply an anachronistic term to name a dark
period in our world history, claims Henry Giroux, “but a theoretical and political
signpost for understanding how democracy can be subverted, if not destroyed.”8
As the ideology of neoliberalism has grown over the past several decades, especially in the implicit belief that profits for a few are more important than the health
and livelihoods of all people, so too have contemporary versions of fascism. While
Giroux warned about this growth over a decade ago during the Bush era, his list
of “central tendencies of proto-fascism” is eerily prescient. These tendencies were
also simmering close to the surface in the Obama years, despite his more progressive and unifying political rhetoric. First, there is a culture of traditionalism and
reactionary modernism, where women, immigrants, and minorities “know their
place,” the government serves the interests of the elite, political institutions are
controlled by narrow interests, and there is a return to some presumed mystical
past harmony. Second, there is the privatization and the corporatization of civil
society and the “diminishment of public space.”9 Third, there is the creation of a
culture of fear and “patriotic correctness designed to bolster a rampant nationalism and selective popularism.”10 Fourth, there is an effort to control the media,
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through regulation, consolidation, or what we are most witnessing now, “sympathetic media moguls and spokespeople.”11 Fifth, there is the manipulation of discourse, and the “rise of an Orwellian version of Newspeak,”12 where we are asked
not to trust the overwhelming weight of evidence, but what our leaders tell us is
the truth. The idea of “alternative facts” coined by one of our presidential advisors to defend the crowd size at his inauguration might as well have come right
out of Orwell’s 1984. Giroux adds other warning signs, such as an erosion of the
separation between church and state, and growing militarization at home and
abroad. Scarily, these warning signs sound a lot like a checklist for our current
era. While it is perhaps easier now more than ever to see how these warnings are
manifest in contemporary practices, they have been growing for many decades,
not simply over the past two years.
Alongside these challenges come enemies of democratic hope: behaviors,
attitudes, and habits that support problematic elements of the new status quo and
fuel the growth of contemporary forms of fascism. David Halpin suggests that
among these enemies are cynicism, which often seems fashionable these days;
fatalism, which leads to a belief that resistance is futile; fundamentalism, which
inspires calls for an almost evangelical adherence to tradition; and postmodern
forms of relativism, which leave us struggling for any ethical anchors to ground
our visions of a better world.13 To these, Howard Zinn adds pessimism, which
“becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy . . . [that] reproduces itself by crippling our
willingness to act.”14 I add isolation from communities of support, vacuous distraction (including addictions to popular culture, social media, and electronic
devices), reductive thinking (you are either with us on our terms or you support
the status quo), and in-fighting among potential allies as enemies of hope. These
culminate in one of the most profound contemporary enemies of hope: extreme
polarization among our citizens, which compromises, if not destroys, our ability
to work together on problems that impact all of us as citizens whose fates on this
planet are inherently intermingled.
In the sphere of education, Jeffrey Duncan-Andrade identifies hokey hope,
mythical hope, and hope deferred as additional enemies of hope.15 Hokey hope is
a call for an individualistic, pull yourself up from the bootstraps kind of hope that
ignores the reality of systemic inequity and structural violence. Mythical hope is
embedded in the false, ahistorical narrative of equal opportunity in our society,
which has been employed routinely to conceal structural inequities. And hope
deferred involves critique without a vision for transformative action. In contrast,
fortunately there are other more galvanizing and enabling ways of understanding
the meaning and power of hope and its relationship to action, activism, and social
change. This is hope qualified by such terms as critical, democratic, pragmatist,
defiant, resistant, audacious, bold, and collective. And there are signs of this kind
of hope all around us too.

E&C

Education and Culture

Cultivating Democratic Hope in Dark Times

9

Signs of Hope
You don’t have to look far to see visions of hope. People are organizing, resisting,
protesting, and speaking truth to power. In some ways, these are signs that our
democracy is working, as people realize they indeed have agency and that the
world is what people make of it through their everyday choices. Reality is not
simply given. There are growing national and international movements to, broadly
speaking, sustain the promises of democracy and to make sure our government
works for all citizens, not just the privileged elite. These movements are testament
to the fact that people know the world is unfinished; that more and more us are
taking active responsibility for shaping the future in directions different from the
present. Democratic hopefulness is evident in a number of different contemporary
movements: the March on Washington in support of gun control, the sit-ins at
Standing Rock that halted the development of the Dakota Access Pipeline, Black
Lives Matters protests against police brutality, opt-outs and walk-outs to defend
public education, the Idle No More movement against the exploitation of natural
resources, the DREAMers fighting for immigrant rights, and the Forward Together
Moral Movement and annual Moral Marches in North Carolina.
If we pay attention, we will likely see much happening in our local communities that can help us to build and sustain democratic hope. There are meetings
almost every night of people acting to bring about a better world: teach-ins, direct
action trainings, movie and book clubs, letter-writing campaigns, open-mics, and
creative gatherings of all kinds. As just a few examples, there is a growing “Indivisible” movement of people working nationally but uniting locally to fight back
against a neoliberal agenda. They identify justice-oriented movements and actions
for people to participate in regularly (https://www.indivisibleguide.com/about-us/).
Local affiliates of “Solidarity Sundays,” groups of progressive, feminist, anti-racist activists all over the country committed to resisting the abuses of our current regime and building a more just, peaceful, and equitable world, meet once
a month to strategize and take actions together in shared spaces (https://www
.solidaritysundays.org/). Organizations like the Wall-of-Us send out a list of weekly
actions that citizens can take in their own communities as part a broader mission
to “make it simply irresistible for Americans to become active participants in our
democracy” (https://www.wall-of-us.org). Participants in these groups write letters
and emails, make phone calls, share action strategies, and otherwise engage elected
officials, all the while building organized activist communities that, at their best,
transcend political affiliations and bring people together to identify and address
issues important to all of us.
One positive side effect of growing frustration and despair is that it has also
fomented democratic movement building, and a more visible hunger for deeper
meaning and connection among people. Research also shows that many citizens,
and especially the younger generation, are dismayed by polarizing politics and
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want leaders who engage in thoughtful, civil dialogue, and work towards collaboration, compromise, consensus, and common goods.16 This is in stark contrast to
a politics of winners and losers. This hunger and momentum can ideally fuel the
development of longer-lasting coalitions across lines of difference. How we tell the
stories of these movements matters, as does how we define democratic hope, and
model and teach strategies of hopefulness.

What is Democratic Hope?
My central argument in this essay is that hope matters, and that we ought to cultivate and nourish democratic forms of hope. Yet I also realize that hope can mean
many things, and unfortunately, is often reduced to simply a personal temperament
or character trait, a foolishly naïve or romantic form of wishful thinking, or most
recently, an engaging campaign slogan that now unfortunately rings a bit hollow.
In defining hope, it is important to begin by differentiating it from optimism, a
frequently invoked descriptor that does not get us very far, offering perhaps some
inspiration but no vision or direction for how we ought to be in the world. Cornel
West argues that “optimism adopts the role of the spectator who surveys the evidence in order to infer things are going to get better. . . . [Alternatively] hope enacts
the stance of the participant who actively struggles” against challenges in front of
them, creating new possibilities while working for the good, the just, and the moral.17
Hope is a way of being in the world that compels us to act with intention, to occupy
the here and now in ways that prefigure the world we envision. That is, hope is a
“way of living prospectively in and engaging purposefully with the past and the
present”18 as part of shaping the future. It requires us to eschew complacency and to
instead reflect critically on current circumstances, identify problems, seek “inclusive
input on those problems,” and envision and implement solutions.19 It requires that
we learn habits of thoughtfully engaging others who may disagree with our perspectives and work to find potential common grounds. Democratic hope involves
an activist sense of making choices in the present so as to bring about the kind of
future we imagine, specifically one marked by democratic social arrangements.
The kind of hope that I am calling for here is pragmatist, activist, justice-oriented,
and ultimately, democratic. The vision of democracy I draw from in this essay is
both Deweyan and critical. Dewey argues that democracy is more than just a form
of government, it is a way of life that involves the collaborative interdependence of
people who work together to solve problems and to create opportunities for all people to live rich and meaningful lives and to achieve their potential. From a critical
perspective, it involves not just the quest for individual freedom but also a commitment to common goods, the welfare of fellow citizens, diversity, and the ethical
and respectful treatment of all people. It is grounded in a vision of social justice,
where cooperation is prized above competition, marginalization and inequity are
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challenged, and citizens have “a disposition towards social responsibility and civic
engagement.”20 James Beane describes a social justice-oriented vision of democracy
well. He argues that in a truly democratic society, all people would “be free from
oppression and experience equitable treatment.” Moreover, they would feel obliged
to participate in our society, be informed about the world around them, make decisions based on evidence, promote equity, and “act in ways that generally enhance
the social, political, and economic life of the larger society.”21
One of the unique features of democratic, pragmatist hopefulness is that it
involves learning from others and truly listening and attending to diverse perspectives. Dewey calls for the importance of open-mindedness, something that cannot readily develop when we dwell only in ideological enclaves and among people
who think like us. He writes that such open-mindedness “includes an active desire
to listen to more sides than one; to give heed to facts from whatever source they
come; to give full attention to alternative possibilities; to recognize the possibility of error even in the beliefs that are dearest to us.”22 Naoko Saito suggests that
open-mindedness is one of the three “ethical modes of relation to others” that is
an important part of pragmatic hopefulness, alongside friendship and sympathy.23
Friendship and sympathy are related. When we see others as part of larger communities of care, we are more likely to work to understand their experiences and
perspectives, and to work to find common interests and a shared sense of justice.
Similarly, Steven Fesmire argues that democratic hope is connected to thinking
beyond “righteous certainty” and “habituated assumptions,” and instead requires
“public dialogue, social learning, restoration of trust, and reconciliation.”24 All of
these entail working to find common ground and ways of working with diverse
others to transform the world.
Democratic hope is best understood in active terms. Stitzlein suggests it is
most “appropriate to think of hope as hoping—a verb, and ongoing activity.”25
Pragmatists connect hope with reflection, critical thinking, attentiveness, experimentation, and action. They also suggest it “is closely related to love, understood
not in a romantic sense but as a passionate concern for some other’s lives (that
of one’s children, one’s neighbor, or someone who lives in a different part of our
shared planet)—a transpersonal commitment to achieving a possible and preferred
quality of future living that is not yet actual.”26 In this way, democratic hopefulness
is an intentional practice of living conscientiously in community, always striving
for a world that is more humane, just, and sustainable than the one we are living
in now. Pragmatists describe hope “as intelligent action in relation to a desirable,
though as-of-yet unachieved object or state of affairs.”27 At the heart of meaningful
and intelligent action are habits, or dispositions, including ways of drawing on the
best available information when making decisions, and “organizing our energies”
so as to bring about successful actions.28 Habits of pragmatic hopefulness include
such behaviors as persistence, resourcefulness, courage, imagination, patience,
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self-control, humility, care, and flexibility. When we coordinate these habits, hope
becomes more than a “passing feeling or attitude,” but a “mode of character”29—
a predisposition to combat pessimism and despair with action, and to find spaces
to work with diverse others rather than simply attacking their ways of seeing.
Democratic, pragmatist hope is closely aligned with collective hope, which
Shawn Ginwright defines as a social phenomenon, a form of resistance nurtured
in communities; “a shared vision of what could be, with a shared commitment
and determination to make it a reality.”30 Writing about the need for both hope
and healing in urban schools, Ginwright argues that we should think about hope
as more than just a psychological trait, but as something that should be developed
and nurtured in institutions like schools, communities, and varied social networks.
There are three key features to collective hope: shared experiences, social imagination, and critical action. First, shared experiences help us to develop a collective
understanding about our social condition, including the challenges we face and the
barriers we must confront in order to achieve equity and opportunity for all people.
Second, social imagination entails constructing a vision of a more desirable future,
one marked by freedom, peace, and justice. This is the kind of social justice-oriented,
democratic vision that inspires many activist movements, outlined as part of the
goals and platforms we are working to achieve. For example, the Forward Together
Moral Movement in North Carolina offers what they call the people’s agenda,
which includes working for high-quality, well-funded, diverse public schools; livable wages; affordable housing; health care for all; support for Historically Black
Colleges and Universities; immigrant rights; environmental justice; expansion and
improvement of voter registration; public financing of elections; and reform of the
criminal justice system.31 Third, critical action occurs when people see the injustice around them as socially constructed and thus impermanent and changeable.
When people act on identifiable goals, they develop a sense of “control over their
future,” as well as existential purpose and meaning.32 These fuel democratic hope
as a habit, an orientation, and a way of being that is contagious.
Hope and action are inextricably related and mutually reinforcing. As Rebecca
Solnit writes, “if people find themselves living in a world in which some hopes are
realized and some joys are incandescent and some boundaries between individual groups are lowered, even for an hour or a day or several months, that matters.
Memory of joy and liberation can become a navigational tool, an identity, a gift.”33
It is when hopefulness becomes an everyday practice and when we routinely act in
the present in ways that build toward the future we want, that we can best achieve
our goals. One of these goals ought to be living more personally meaningful lives,
marked by our “own better becoming through participating in a shared, intergenerationally effective agency in shaping a world that reflects our ideals.”34 To achieve
our goals, we need to make hope an ongoing practice that is manifest in the ways
in which we live our daily lives.
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Strategies for Cultivating Democratic Hope
If we believe in an activist notion of hope—as a verb, an activity, and a habit—one
of the tasks ahead of us is to figure out how to best cultivate a coordinated set of
actions and ways of being that support enduring democratic hopefulness. Many of us
develop some of the more personal habits of hope, like perseverance, critical thinking, open-mindedness, and resourcefulness, in schools, and within our families and
social networks. Yet we need more to sustain us in neoliberal times, and to create
a more just, democratic future. Here I discuss four particularly valuable strategies
or practices that can help us to develop and sustain democratic hope and provide
examples of what they look like in practice and how they may be cultivated. These
are strategies that both draw on our unique individual gifts, needs, and desires, but
also put us in meaningful relationships with others as we “attempt to restore some
semblance of grace, justice, and beauty to this world.”35 In this sense, they can help
combat polarization and create communities marked by caring, respect, responsibility, and diversity. These strategies are storytelling, creativity, mindfulness,
and community building. I do not suggest that any of these ideas are particularly
novel, and indeed what I talk about in relation to each may sound familiar. Yet I
think bringing them together and talking about them explicitly as a constellation
of coordinated strategies that can be learned and cultivated, helps build a strong
vision for what critical, democratic, activist hope can look like in the everyday.

Storytelling
A first important strategy for cultivating democratic hope involves learning how to
tell the stories of activism and resistance, and of bi-partisan social change, in ways
that are inspiring without being naïve, utopian, divisive, or defeatist. Too often
we talk about uprisings, protests, and movements as if they come out of nowhere
(as opposed to being the products of long histories of organizing), and then when
they are over, or the movements fade away, we become cynical, lamenting when
the goals we strove for are not fully or even mostly achieved. We are taught to
think in simplistic, binary ways, as if we did not achieve complete success, then
our efforts were futile, a distraction from the real work of “productive” citizenship. We also are taught to mock protest as a fool’s errand, and to minimize both
small and large-scale movements and actions, including even those that brought
together many different people across many lines of difference while working for
some common causes. The corporate owned media often creates or exacerbates this
message of futility as well, downplaying or not even reporting on acts of resistance
happening all around us. Yet how we story our past matters significantly. Howard
Zinn argues that “to be hopeful in bad times is not just foolishly romantic,” rather, it
is based on understanding the myriad forms of compassion, courage, sacrifice, and
kindness that have indeed changed the course of our history.36 Civil disobedience
and protests sometimes seem like rare, exceptional, “whirlwinds” of activity, but
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once you start looking for and studying them, “these once-in-a-lifetime uprisings
start to appear constantly, in diverse forms and unexpected places.”37 Indeed, their
regular existence historically around the world validates the frequent rallying cry
of protesters that citizens speaking back to power “is what democracy looks like.”
As a habit of hopefulness, we need to tell the stories of social movements differently, focusing at least in part on what has gone right, the shifts in consciousness
we have achieved, the divides we have bridged, and the changes in policies and
practices that mere decades ago would have seemed unimaginable. We also need
to teach about social movements and their impacts. This hopeful practice of alternative storytelling is Rebecca Solnit’s focus in Hope in the Dark and Paul Hawken’s
in Blessed Unrest. Solnit counters the despair felt by so many activists in the face of
neoliberal greed and power consolidation with numerous stories of victories and
achievements, reminding us that “profound change for the better does occur, even
though it can be difficult to see because one of the most common effects of success
is to be taken for granted.”38 Similarly, Hawken’s goal in his book is to tell the story
of what is “going right” around the world, offering narratives that engage both our
hearts and minds, stories of “imagination and conviction, not defeatist accounts
about the limits.”39 These defeatist stories become addictive, yet “inspiration is not
garnered from the recitation of what is flawed; it resides, rather, in humanity’s willingness to restore, redress, reform, rebuild, recover, reimagine, and reconsider.”40
As part of storying social movements differently, we also need to disrupt tendencies to be dismissive, especially of the efforts of potential allies when their strategies and tactics don’t match our own. We need to build coalitions, particularly
across lines of difference, and resist the temptation to belittle efforts that seem to
have little immediate impact. Reducing the women’s march to middle-class white
women taking selfies with their clever signs only fuels defeatist narratives, when
the energy provoked by that march instead can be harnessed and channeled into
other potentially transformative outlets.

Creativity
A second powerful strategy of hopefulness is engaging in creative activity, particularly resistant and activist forms of art making and witnessing. Drawing on
Dewey, Maxine Greene has long argued for the power of the arts in helping us to
imagine the world as otherwise: more just, inclusive, and democratic. Creating
and experiencing art fuels the social imagination and helps to nurture community
across lines of difference. Greene argues that creative, artistic expression helps us to
become more wide-awake in the world; “it lessens the social paralysis we see around
us and restores the sense that something can be done in the name of what is decent
and humane.”41 Engaging creatively can be cathartic, and artistic expression can
help us to personally connect to, and humanize, issues that can feel overwhelming.
Equally important, such creative expression can fuel democratic hope. Creative
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activity is one important outlet we have as humans for speaking back to the world
around us: celebrating our joys, connecting our lives to those of others, expressing
our outrage, illustrating our understanding, and asserting our existence and passions. Protest art, including things like street theater, puppetry, sign-making, rap
cyphers, open-mics, flash mobs, political documentaries, revolutionary music and
the like, all help to raise awareness and consciousness about issues, often through
distilling key movement messages in memorable, catchy, and provocative ways.
They are not distractions from the “real” work of social justice organizing; rather,
they are essential to that work. Creative expression generates dialogue and brings
“vitality and energy to advocacy,” as “it reaches people at deeper emotional levels,
conveying what cannot be said with mere facts.”42 That is, it engages people holistically, our hearts and minds, in ways that critical analysis alone typically cannot.
Art offers a different kind of energy to democratic activism and can sometimes
make the idea of activism feel less daunting and more inviting and soul nourishing.
It can also help create openings to build community, see our fellow citizens more
generously, defamiliarize what seems like common sense, and “move us toward a
more empowered stance in the world.”43
An equally important benefit of creative activity, especially when engaged
in with others, is that it brings people together and helps to build communities of
resistance, joy, and support. Here art can be a “tool for outreach” and a “catalyst
for change,” enabling people to build stronger relationships with their friends and
neighbors (including those who initially might not seem likely allies), deepen their
understanding of challenges, express their own personal connections to larger social
and political issues, and discover how issues effect those around them, both near
and far.44 As a small example, I have gotten to know a number of my neighbors
through artistic and creative expression, for instance, through gatherings organized
by one of my neighbors on street corners and in backyards to paint wooden signs
with messages of hope, community, and welcome that are spread throughout our
part of town, displayed on many people’s homes, steps, porches, and front yards.
Creativity also brings joy and connection, both of which are necessary to sustain
the hopeful habits of democratic citizenship over time. Moreover, creativity is also
part of self-care and mindfulness, helping us to stay in touch with some of the most
important parts of ourselves. Creative expression as part of participating in social
movements reminds us that “we gain something profound when we stand up for
our beliefs, just as part of us dies when we know that something is wrong but do
nothing.”45 Paul Loeb suggests that we might call what we gain “radical dignity,”
maintaining that when we act, engage, and express “based on our conscience, we
affirm our humanity—the core of who we are and what we hold in common with
others.”46 Radical dignity also emerges as we practice various forms of mindfulness
in our daily lives, both alone and with others.
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Mindfulness
A third important strategy of democratic hopefulness is mindfulness. This can
mean many things: meditating, reflecting, working to stay present with others,
slowing down, unplugging, connecting with nature, cultivating a spiritual practice,
breathing deeply, sharing, taking a walk, creating, caring for oneself and others,
exercising, and turning off the news. One of the things that competitive, consumer
oriented, neoliberal culture has fomented, especially (but not exclusively) within
our current administration is a state of free-floating anxiety and feelings of perpetual outrage, in part as a response to the “perpetual chaos” and uncertainty that
our leaders seem to generate on a daily, if not even hourly, basis.47 Every time we
look at the news or our social media accounts there seems to be some new tragedy
or trauma, some constitutional violation, a new battle to fight, and even greater
polarization. If we are not careful, we will quickly become exhausted and literally
overwhelmed to the point where it effects our ability to function. While we cannot
control the world around us, we can take ownership over how we react to challenges, starting where we are, and not trying to tackle all problems at once: “People
who successfully cultivate hope in their everyday lives don’t become paralyzed by
seemingly insurmountable problems. They get involved. They do the good that they
can, in the place where they are, with the tools and people around them. They find
concrete and local opportunities to engage the work of redeeming our world.”48
People who are mindful work to lessen greed and hatred, while seeking wellbeing
for themselves and others in their neighborhoods, communities, and throughout
the world, all as part of working towards a Deweyan vision of creative democracy.49
And in acting, even in small ways, we contribute to building the kind of society we
want to live in, bringing to life our democratic visions, and creating what Myles
Horton calls “islands of decency—little units that are contagious and can spread.”50
One of the things that makes mindfulness practices so important to hope
is the fact that they can be healing. Trauma, suffering, pain, and oppression all
threaten our ability to be democratically hopeful. They deplete our energy, creativity, and resourcefulness and they close us off from meaningful relationships
with others. Describing the challenges faced in many urban schools, which in
many ways parallel the challenges we are facing as a nation, Ginwright argues that
we need both hope and healing right now. Indeed, healing is in many ways a precondition for hope. He offers a framework of “healing justice” in education, which
bridges healing and activist organizing, calling for strategies to disrupt injustice
and oppression (e.g., born of racism, sexism, poverty, homophobia) and to address
suffering, anxiety, fear, stress, and despair. Healing is thus a form of democratic
political action, as individual wellbeing is necessary for successful organizing and
social justice work. Healing justice involves transformative organizing, restorative
justice, healing circles, and contemplative (mindfulness) practices, all with aims
to restore, sustain, and expand health and wellbeing. Transformative organizing
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is a practice of mindfulness, built upon the idea “that social change is the result
of individual and collective transformation of how we treat ourselves and relate to
one another.”51 It involves reimagining ways to structure social, economic, political,
educational, and judicial systems so they work for all people, while also becoming
mindful about “how these structures influence our relationships, our values, and
our behaviors.”52 Only when we practice mindfulness can we work collectively to
confront injustice, building the communities of support and resistance that nurture and sustain hope, transcend polarization, and bring to fruition our most noble
visions of democracy. Moreover, only when we are mindful can we temper moral
outrage (directed at our leaders or at those who don’t share our political beliefs) with
collective action, moving from reactionary rage to activist community building.

Community Building
A fourth strategy of democratic hopefulness is community building. In order to
successfully transform our worlds, we need to work in communion with others,
expanding our sense of agency and collective power. Patrick Shade reminds us
that “hoping is not a bootstraps operation but a practice of discovering, creating,
or enhancing relationships whereby others are invested in our hopes and we in
theirs.”53 Perhaps the biggest enemy of hope is isolation, which sadly is something
so many of us feel all too often. One of the consequences of modernization and
the growth of a culture of individualism, marked by excessive competition, private
ownership, financial independence, and segregated living, is that we have grown
more and more isolated from each other. In his recent book, Tribe: On Homecoming
and Belonging, Sebastian Junger writes about why soldiers returning from war miss
the battlefront, and why people in tribal societies had little concept of depression,
because in both contexts, struggle gave people a sense of purpose, connection, and
meaning. Similarly, he describes how natural disasters can bring people together in
ways that very few other things in our life can, in part because they make everyone
feel needed. Junger argues that “human beings need three basic things in order to
be content: they need to feel competent at what they do; they need to feel authentic
in their lives; and they need to feel connected to others.”54 Yet so many of us lack
any meaningful connection to others; we simply are not needed: “the beauty and
tragedy of the modern world is that it eliminates many situations that require people to demonstrate a commitment to the collective good.”55 We lack opportunities
to develop genuine solidarity, even as we know interdependence and collective
engagement (especially across lines of difference) are part of what it means to be
human and are integral to sustaining democratic social relations.
Given how isolated so many people feel in our contemporary society, where
genuine conversations are rare even when we are surrounded by others, working to
build and nourish community is an especially important practice of hopefulness. In
reflecting on why it is important to be politically active, Robert Jensen suggests we
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are most existentially alive when we are working towards something meaningful in
community with others. Discussing organizing work, he writes that getting involved
puts us in contact with “like-minded people. It sparks conversation. It creates space
in which [we] . . . can think and feel . . . [our] way through difficult questions. . . . It
provides the context for connections that go beyond superficial acquaintanceships.
The joy is in the struggle, but not just because in struggle one connects to decent
people.”56 Similarly, Sara Childers writes about the ways in which participating in
the Women’s March on Washington helped her to see and feel emerging solidarity. Reflecting back on her own experience, she writes, “I hold onto the labor and
the love from the march, and I try to see allies where I once saw enemies. When
I’m the only voice in the room, I expect that I am not alone.”57 Through engaging
in mindful, creative activity with others, she was able to see potential for building
bridges where in the past she only saw “us” and “them.” Democratic hopefulness
is fueled in community, where we see intimately how our own livelihoods are
inextricably linked to the livelihoods of others. Building community require us to
branch out of our comfort zones, invite others into our spaces, engage in the hard
work of listening and collaborating, and recognize that success “requires ubiquity,
a network of informants, a conspiracy of social imaginaries, groups that cultivate
new knowledge.”58 It is not driven by individuals acting alone. Nothing damages
hopefulness more than isolation.
In many ways, all of the strategies I have described support the building of
democratic communities that can fuel and sustain hopefulness. Indeed, communities, and what Dewey calls democratic publics, emerge through telling stories, acting
creatively with others, and being present and mindful in shared spaces, including
schools. Amy Shuffelton describes the phenomena of democratic community building well in relation to the 2012 Chicago Teachers Strike, in which a diverse public of
teachers, families, and community citizens came together to challenge top-down,
corporate educational reforms and teacher-blaming historically pervasive in the
city.59 Similarly, in studying how teachers have remained hopeful amid the challenges
of neoliberal educational reforms, Mark Stern and Amy Brown describe the therapeutic function of action and community engagement, and in particular, teacher
activist groups.60 These groups help participants to create different narratives about
what is going right in schools, showing individual teachers that they are not alone
in their efforts, even when they feel isolated within their own buildings. They help
these teachers to become more creative risk takers whose activism is sustained by
the support of others. Indeed, in interviewing activist teachers, Stern and Brown
found that these teachers continue to take part in teacher activist groups despite
their always busy schedules “because being active and finding community is what
makes teaching in depressed times not only tolerable, but also what has kept love,
caring, and hope alive and able to grow.”61 These communities cultivate and sustain the kinds of democratic hope that are needed in dark times. When we invite
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others into these communities, creating spaces for a diverse range of perspectives,
we have the potential to truly build what Dewey so prized, which is a democratic
society marked by amicable cooperation and “freer and more humane experience
in which all share and to which all contribute.”62

Cultivating Hope: Final Thoughts
and Educational Implications
Taken together, when we weave different stories, tap into our creative potentials,
act mindfully, and work to build democratic community, we shore up hopefulness
as a way of being in the world, an orientation of the heart and mind, and as a habit
of character. These strategies put us in contact with our fellow citizens whose fates
are tied to ours, people who share visions of a more democratic world, and with
whom we can build larger and larger “islands of decency.”63 One of the ironically
hopeful aspects of our present condition is that things have gotten so bad, so borderline fascist that many people are waking up, becoming newly politicized, and
resisting complacency. They are learning new ways to think about democracy and
the role and responsibility of each individual in cultivating and sustaining it. That
the frightening consequences of neoliberal competition, individualism, elitism, and
polarization are coming to fruition may be precisely the catalyst that we need to
galvanize action. Despite warning signs, the fact is that we just cannot predict the
future. It is open and uncertain, and within that uncertainty there are always spaces
to act, to influence, to advocate, and to make our voices heard. Our actions may
not always have the impact that we desire, but it matters that we do them anyway.
There is fulfillment, existential meaningfulness, and even joy in being involved
with other people in working toward visions and ideals that are worth fighting for,
and in living out those ideals in our everyday relationships. And, as Solnit reminds
us, “joy is itself an insurrectionary force against the dreariness and dullness and
isolation of everyday life.”64 In this sense, joy, engagement, and the building of
community and solidarity are what can sustain our hope and resistance in dark
times. Democratic hope is the product of the actions we take in our everyday lives,
both the mundane and the grander in vision, and especially those actions that help
us to see allies where we once only saw enemies.
While I don’t have the space here to translate the strategies I have discussed
into concrete educational practices, no doubt educational spaces are ideal locations for cultivating democratic hope. This is, in part, because they bring together
people with a range of backgrounds and experiences where they can practice different ways of telling stories about our present, creatively naming and speaking
back to challenges, engaging in mindfulness, and building communities across
lines of difference. There are myriad possibilities for engaging in strategies that
cultivate democratic hopefulness in schools. These possibilities are limited only by
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our imagination. Strategies of hopefulness are best cultivated alongside learning
habits of cooperative, critical, and democratic thinking. At the very least, we need
curricula that encourage exploration, problem identification, problem solving,
and political engagement. We need to provide kids with spaces to work together
and to work on issues and problems that matter to them, that are current, and that
impact them and their families. We need to focus less on content mastery, individual achievement, and competition, and more on what it means to be a person
inheriting this flawed and yet beautiful world we all share.
Students develop democratic hope when exposed to a curriculum of meaningfulness and when they attend schools where relationships among students,
teachers, and school staff are nurtured and valued. We need to teach habits of
creativity, cooperation, resourcefulness, deliberation, democratic decision making, justice-oriented citizenship,65 and dissent.66 Alongside these, we should teach
skills in conflict resolution, nonviolent communication, civic and community
engagement, media literacy, and ethical engagement with others.67 As the editors
of the progressive education journal Rethinking Schools assert, our responsibility
to students and “to the future is to teach them what it means to be part of a loving
community, part of a democracy. We need community meetings, talking circles,
journaling, [and] visiting artists.”68 We need educational projects that bring students into the community and community members into schools. These skills and
practices all contribute to building habits of being in the world that can nurture and
sustain hopefulness. They remind us that the future is open and ours to shape in
more just, ecological, interconnected, and loving ways than we are now witnessing.
Democratic hope is sometimes most present in surprising places, where suffering and injustice are all too common. We should not think in terms of searching
to find hope, but rather in creating the conditions for it to grow and thrive, and for
it to help bring diverse groups of people together to work for common goods. Greg
Michie tells a powerful story about the most provocative and urgent question asked
by one of his 8th grade students at the end of a difficult year, where they had lost
classmates and family members to violence in their south side Chicago community,
and where many of them, as children of immigrants, were terrified after the election and inauguration of a president who promised to enact laws and policies that
could devastate their families and communities. The simple yet deeply philosophical question she asked was “how does hope unfold?”69 She did not ask where we
look for hope, or how we can find it, but how does it come to be, and implicitly, how
can we contribute to its unfolding? As Michie writes, “the image it brings to mind
. . . is of hope as a process, a series of actions, that build on one another over time.”
In his school, the way forward was to continue to cultivate practices and strategies
of democratic hopefulness; to “trudge through the losses and pain hand in hand,”
building communities of solidarity and support, engaging in peace circles, participating in unity marches and rallies, and providing spaces to be mindful.70 The
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creativity of a class of second graders, who delivered handmade cards and presents
for his homeroom students to help console them and remind them to keep on living
after their classmate was killed, is also a compelling testament to hope unfolding.
Ultimately, the more we engage with others in building the world we want
to live in, and that we want to leave for our children, a world marked by social
and economic justice and democratic relations, the greater the chance we have of
developing strategies and practices of hopefulness that can be contagious. When
popular discontent, resistance, and disobedience are “sufficiently widespread and
prolonged,” no oppressive regime can endure.71 When we are democratically hopeful, we both know another world is possible, and we act to make it a reality. The
words of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, the award-winning Nigerian novelist, are
inspiring as we work to develop, sustain, and grow practices of hope, both in schools
and in our everyday lives. In a recent New Yorker piece, she offers, “Now is the time
to counter lies with facts, repeatedly and unflaggingly, while also proclaiming
greater truths: of our equal humanity, of decency, of compassion. Every precious
ideal must be reiterated, every obvious argument made, because an ugly idea left
unchallenged begins to turn the color of normal. It does not have to be like this.”72
Building, nurturing, and maintaining strategies of democratic hopefulness in dark
times ensures that atrocities in our current world never become normal. It helps
us to channel outrage productively as we work to build communities across lines
of difference. It also allows us to develop hope that is meaningful, motivating, and
transformative. This is hope that bolsters and enriches, rather than diminishes,
our fragile democracy.
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